Looking askance: a shadow of Russia
For my contribution to the present volume, I was requested to write about the image of Russia in Cold War film. This request I can only meet in part, since in my material -which for lack of space I am restricting to two popular films of the Cold War era -there was no Russia to be found, but instead Russia's non-being, a shadow, a ghost, a negative presence. I believe that it is precisely from this cinematically produced absence that post-Cold War Russia materializes as an object of negotiation, representation and analysis. It is therefore important, for international politics as well as for academic discussion, to understand Russia's spooky reality as it appears in Cold War cinematic fiction. Since the fall of the USSR and the birth of what everybody expected to become a 'normal democratic Russia' at the beginning of the 1990s, Russia seems to have been engaged in the systematic neglect of 'normal democratic institutions' and in the no less systematic production of various simulacra of public life.
1 In the international arena -and increasingly in academic discussions -Russia figures as a function rather than a subject: a systemic factor, a negative value, a meaningful absence. Thinking the non-image of Russia in Cold War movies, I am dealing with the symbolic constitution of this nothingness, the narrative instruments and the techniques for the implementation of such nothingness as reality; Russia as a vast figure of silence; a profound bodilessness, a shadow.
And as happens with ghosts, looking straight at it is useless, since one risks looking through its immateriality. When watching the films under analysis, I could only discern any Russian presence as if through a side glance: Russia's shade seemed to be passing, occasionally, across my field of vision when its focus was elsewhere. It is this spectral passage in the corner of my eye that I am trying not to lose sight of while at the same time targeting things that are actually present in the films. Russia's spookiness is the effect of cinema's phenomenology and techniques of constructing the Other.
I will make a short excursus across the cinematic landscapes of Cold War film, restricting myself to two acknowledged masterpieces: Hitchcock's North by Northwest (1959) and Carol Reed's The Third Man (1949).
2 Cold War culture studies have shown that the Cold War in popular genres gives Russia a faciality on which virtually nothing is expressed apart from fears developed by the West.
3 Russia, therefore, appears in the symbolic landscape of post-war film as an expressive element that can be traced to the tradition of graphic phantasmagorical grotesques, los desastres de la guerra. The film-makers I discuss appear as the Goyas of the age of Auschwitz and the A-bomb. I am tracing North by Northwest and The Third Man to an origin in the phantasmagorical grotesque of early modern art. Thus, cinematic Russia acquires a history as a grotesque phantom and one of those monsters that are produced by the sleeping (or dreaming) reason of Modernity. This is an origin that accounts for Russia's spookiness in the Cold War imagination: its lack of palpability and reality. For, if one accepts Hannah Arendt's definition of reality as what is seen/heard by others and by ourselves, then the reality of Russia's Cold War is phantasmatic. 4 Curtained by a faciality made exclusively of the West's phobias, Russia is excluded from being seen by the Other, it is 'deprived', 'privatized and de-individualized' and 'leads an uncertain shadowy existence'. 5 The phantasmatic apparition of Russia is a monstrous vision, one of those desastres of the third world war whose arrival the apocalyptic Cold War imagination is expecting at any moment. This is not necessarily bad (for the West). In his analysis of the Cold War as a global economy Georges Bataille makes a statement about the wholesomeness of fear for the one who fears. According to Bataille, the West's 'salutary fear of the Soviets' is the principle that drives European integration and post-war reconstruction forward into a new economic order based on gift instead of accumulation.
6 Frightening in a salutary way and driving forth, in the symbolic economy of the Cold War Russia remains immaterial, a mere shade. This, paradoxically but conveniently, makes it an object of the same nature as cinematic representation, since the latter's substance is nothing other than an interplay of shadows.
It is my purpose to reflect, in general, on the significance of film in the creation and redemption of the shadowy realities in question. I draw
